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 Field experimentation in general and experimental tradition in psychology more specifically played a 
central role in establishing the evidence-based approach (EBA) in social and behavioral sciences. In this 
special issue of ICU’s Educational Studies titled “Evidence-based Educational Practice and Policy,” a series 
of papers discussed, implicitly or explicitly, the theoretical and practical aspects of the field experiments, 
and how they could inform and improve educational and related practices in each respective field.
The purpose of this commentary was twofold: (a) to provide an overview of the underlying framework on 
which the field experiments were based and (b) to discuss in what way EBA could have been corroborated 
(supported) by the best practice approach (BPA), so that the best of the both worlds or approaches could be 
utilized in pursuing better practice and program outcomes in the future.
Field Experiments
 Field experiments were fundamental to the EBA. It was very important that experimentation be designed 
in the manner which the causal paths between programs and outcomes were secured without the interference 
of extraneous factors – the factors that jeopardize the “proof” of the causality. Well-known approaches such 
as randomized control designs (RCTs) were often adapted in examining the effect of interventions. Of 
central concern is if the program indeed “caused” the desirable outcomes to those who received it. It was 
believed that randomization, or random assignment more precisely, was the optimal practice for 
investigating causality, because, under such conditions, one can assume that various sources of error are 
random on average.
 In the field of evaluation research, furthermore, D. T. Campbell and colleagues (e.g., Campbell & Stanley, 
1963; Cook & Campbell, 1979; Shadish, Cook, & Campbell, 2002) who started and advanced the 
methodology of field experiments viewed “the experimenting society” as ideal, such that continuous 
experiments with new or alternative possibilities (i.e., programs) are conducted for social and educational 
reform (Campbell, 1969). New programs should be tried out and tested empirically in the experimental 
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tradition for the purpose of evaluating if programs can be a cause or remedy social problems or improve 
social welfare. Although the scientific aspect of EBA was emphasized enough in the Campbell’s 
experimental tradition, it was also true that his idea of “disputatious community of truth seeker” (Shadish, 
Cook, & Leviton, 1991, p. 142) was a path for researchers and practitioners to be sought in evaluating and 
making decisions about the merit and worth of programs and social interventions.
 Field experimentation played a crucial role in educational reform in the past as has been observed in the 
No Child Left Behind (NCLB) act of 2001 under the George W. Bush administration in the United States. In 
the NCLB, application of RCTs was mandated in evaluating the effect of various programs delivered in 
diverse school settings. As a result, a series of field experiments has been conducted in school settings that 
evidenced the learning and social outcomes observed after the interventions were completed. Nevertheless, 
some educational and political issues associated with the NCLB programs were raised later especially under 
the Obama administration. These issues included focusing too much on absolute scores, prescribing pass-
fail, one-size-fits-all interventions that missed schools’ authentic goals, raising the levels of governmental 
control and giving incentives for states to lower their standards (e.g., Reforming No Child Let Behind).  
 Establishing the causality (i.e., maximizing the internal validity) was the sine qua non (Campbell & 
Stanley, 1963, p. 5), and hence the application of RCTs was thought of as an optimal practice in research. 
Yet, practitioners and especially researchers acknowledged the fact that the implementation of RCT and 
related methods were not an easy task to complete both from technical and practical standpoint. Moreover, 
the field of applied research especially in psychology has long been debated about the importance of looking 
at not only the causation between interventions and outcomes but also the contexts on which those 
interventions are based as has been seen in the formulation of program evaluation approaches. As far as 
EBA is concerned, furthermore, standards of the evidence-based practice in psychology were established 
(e.g., APA Presidential Task Force on Evidence-Based Practice, 2006) and also the field of evaluation 
attempted to define what the “credible evidence” would be in evaluation programs (see Donaldson, Christie, 
& Mark, 2008). 
Best Practice Approach
 Given the technical difficulties associated with RCT along with the practical limitations under the EBA, 
no single conclusion could be drawn in what way the scientific yet practical approaches could be realized in 
managing programs. What would, then, be the effective paths that researchers could follow in engaging 
evaluation practices? 
 From the methodological point of view, there could at least be two routes researchers could be sought. 
One route would be the further development of what is called the evaluation capacity building (ECB), where 
researchers at the organizational and community settings were kept wellinformed about the technical aspects 
of field experiments. They were also encouraged to seek the technical assistance for exercising the relevant 
methodology (e.g., RCTs) in evaluating programs. The RCT/EBA as an optimal goal, researchers and 
practitioners in particular were provided with the learning experiences based on scientific approaches, and 
these learning experiences would eventually result in scaling up programs as evidence-based and lead to 
organizational effectiveness in delivering programs.    
 Yet, the other route that was rather effective would be engaging what is known as the best practice 
approach. Best practices, as the name suggests, could be self-explanatory and, as a result, there are many 
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(mis)interpretations about what it is (and what is not). Essential to the best practice or the BPA is: 1) to 
identify “successful” interventions (programs), 2) to “benchmark” a series of factors that make the 
intervention successful, and 3) to “replicate” those factors in delivering a target program (e.g., Camp, 1989). 
In order to replicate the successful factors, research activities concerning program delivery should be 
conducted. Indeed, it is these systematic research activities that not only make the target programs to be 
successful (i.e., obtain the better outcomes) but also help organizational capacities to be strengthened in 
order to produce other programs and interventions in improving organizational effectiveness.  
 Of particular importance to the BPA is the idea of benchmarking. Defined as “the continuous process of 
measuring products, services, and practices against the toughest competitors or those companies recognized 
as industry leaders” by D. T. Kearns of Xerox Corporation (cited in Camp, 1989, p. 10), benchmarking was 
originated in the business area of manufacturing. Although there could be many differences concerning the 
principle of business administration against that of human service administrations in which this paper is of 
concern, the idea of benchmarking based on the systematic research activities could share a lot of things in 
common (i.e., pursuing the “best” practice). It is in this condition that the working definition of 
benchmarking is of particular use, such that “benchmarking is the search for industry best practices that lead 
to superior performance” (Camp, 1989, p. 12). 
Searching for the Best of Both Worlds    
 Concurrent reviews and methodological development warrant further application of benchmarking processes 
to the human service administration in general and psychological services in particular. Given that above-
mentioned limitations related to the EBA, the pursuit of another route based on the BPA/benchmarking could 
better optimize the practice and research of program evaluation. What would be needed, then, is the alternative 
framework on which systematic investigations of programs are based; one of the possibilities could be the two 
dimensional illustration of a model that integrates EBA and BPA (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1   A model of EBA and BPA to systematize the large-scale program development
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 Fundamental to this model is the idea that higher levels of EBA would not necessarily guarantee the 
higher levels of BPA, or vice versa. This could be well understood in current practice of program 
management and evaluation in human service, meaning that not all “best programs” in the society were 
tested empirically with RCT; yet they were thought of as best because of desirable outcomes that they 
produced and, hence, became the model programs to be implemented in other community or organizational 
settings. On the other hand, neither EBA nor BPA, if it is in the lower level, could be expected to perform 
well. Indeed, program success could not be achieved easily mainly because those programs were not 
implemented and operated under the EBA and/or BPA principle. This is where organizational capacity 
building in evaluation, or ECB more technically speaking, could be needed in order to increase the levels of 
both EBA and BPA. 
 In systematizing the large-scale program development, be it in education, psychology, or other areas, 
researchers and practitioners might be flexible enough to search for what can be called 2Es (i.e., evidence 
and experience), so that the scientific information about program processes and outcomes as well as practical 
information about the settings and contexts embedded in the programs could be taken into account in 
program development and delivery.
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